It is a special honor for me to present this address which inaugurates tomorrow's colloquium. It seems that the success of the recent Papal visit to Israel has attracted an audience wider than insiders and scholars. I welcome all here tonight for this opening presentation.
I have to confess that, before joining Israel's diplomatic service thirty-four years ago, my profession was historical research. I still find it a most stimulating pursuit. The quality control of diplomatic reporting and evaluations begins the moment the ink has dried.
My ambition was to be considered a good historian among diplomats and as a good diplomat among historians. Now, after being at the Vatican for one year, I face a new challenge: to become a theological diplomat. Theology preoccupies me more than ever, because this is the body language in which relations between Israel and the Holy See are embedded.
Although the first Catholic objections to Zionism were theological, political objections were added progressively in tandem with the Zionist action plan gradually taking shape in the Land of Israel. After the Balfour Declaration, which promised Jews British support for building a homeland, Zionists became competitors on both the theological and political levels. In view of the coming Mandate rule by a Christian power, albeit of Anglican denomination, the Holy See hoped to improve its standing in Jerusalem and the Holy sites after the removal of the Ottoman rule. In order to accommodate the Vatican, Theodor Herzl and later Nahum Sokolow (who met Pope Benedict XV on May 4 th 1917) gave assurances that a future Jewish state would respect Catholic interests in the Holy sites and may even consider not establishing its capital in Jerusalem (according to Herzl). The Holy See, however, saw its interests in the Holy Land best served in the context of international status for Jerusalem and Bethlehem (corpus separatum), which it advocated in 1937. The Holy See succeeded diplomatically to integrate this concept in a more limited formula into the UN partition plan, which was adopted on November 29, 1947. Still today this position has not been formally abandoned. What then brought about the establishment of full diplomatic relations in 1993-94?
• Was it adaptation to the new political reality of the Oslo peace process? Hence, the Vatican could not simply behave more Palestinian than the Palestinians themselves.
• Was this peaceful scenario only a pretext for realizing a long standing personal aspiration of Pope John-Paul II? Hence, the Pope overruled his own advisers.
• Was this establishment to be understood within the overarching framework of zealous Vatican diplomacy during the nineties to establish relations with as many countries as possible? Hence, Vatican diplomacy is focused less on Israel than one might assume.
• Was it a belated political consequence of the theological change towards Judaism as reflected in Nostra Aetate? Hence, it would denote theological priority over political considerations in the shaping of Vatican diplomacy.
Historical truth may reside within all four reasons. Each reason probably contributed its own share. I, at least, cannot provide a clearer answer. It is more than fair to leave this to future research.
THE NATURE OF OUR DIPLOMATIC RELATIONS
Allow me now to outline some of the parameters of our diplomatic relations. They will reflect the unique framework within which the relations are conducted. 2. An Israeli Ambassador to the Holy See (on the other hand) is by definition regarded as a lay person representing his state but not any religious community. Therefore, he may observe and discuss, with his hosts in the Holy See, religious concerns, but will not be able to speak officially on their behalf.
Second Parameter: Intertwining Theological and Political Mode of Action
Examples:
1. The theological and political levels of performing the duties of a Nuncio are intertwined. When he requests to enter an area of restricted accessibility for the purpose of saying Mass, he is making a request in the name of religious freedom. Once his request is granted, it is regarded as a political gesture, meeting expectations of religious freedom maintaining friendly bilateral relations as well. However, if, upon his return, he speaks to the media about his visit it may be seen as a political and not as a spiritual act.
2.
In order to enable the resumption of the interfaith dialogue between the Holy See and the Chief Rabbinate of Israel one year ago, the Vatican had to write a response from the highest possible rank, explaining, in an acceptable manner, the Papal measure regarding the Good Friday prayer for the Jews. Every answer would have entailed an interpretation about the time when the truth will be unveiled to the Jews. The final answer (in an eschatological frame of time) given to the Rabbis came from the highest political echelon in the Vatican ─ without any binding theological authority. The dialogue was resumed. I have reasons to believe that at the given moment, this was the best answer the Holy See could provide, and Israel did not insist on a theological imprimatur.
3.
Both the Nuncio and the Ambassador of Israel participate in the interfaith meetings between the Vatican and the Chief Rabbinate of Israel. It is just this grey zone between diplomacy and theology which I personally cherish most.
4.
Issues of beatification or excommunication are internal theological matters of the Vatican. Diplomatic courtesy obliges Israel to respect this. Nevertheless, when these matters have a political bearing on the public sphere, such as Pius XII's disputed historical role during the Holocaust or Bishop Williamson's denial of the Holocaust. Israel's official representatives reserve their right to take public positions related to the political public sphere. At the same time they are advised to avoid any reference to internal affairs of the Vatican. 
Fifth Parameter: The Triangular Nature of Our Bilateral Relations
2. The not-always silent shareholders of the Holy See in the bilateral relationship with Israel are the Catholics in Israel, most of whom have Israeli citizenship. Most are of Arab ethnicity, and they bear the marks of a Catholic minority of 140,000 persons within a larger Arab Muslim minority. The fact that they belong to the higher socioeconomic echelons in Israel seems not be a consolation to them. They rather like to lament about their fate, despite the fact that they are far better off in Israel in every respect than their brethren are in any given Arab Muslim country.
3.
In the past as well as in the present some Israeli Catholics are opponents to the improvement of relations between the Holy See and Israel. Their leadership opposed the theological opening towards the Jews during the Second Vatican Council. They were overruled by the Holy See when they objected to the establishment of diplomatic relations. It seems to me that they will be overruled also in the future when the interests of the Vatican require it.
PAPAL VISITS TO ISRAEL: A BARAMOTER OF THE RELATIONSHIP
It is rewarding to compare the three papal visits, as we can draw some conclusions on the state of bilateral relations. For Israel, Benedict's visit was of historical dimension, and not only because it actually took place. Israel holds the present Pope in high esteem perceiving him as very friendly towards Jews as well as promoting interfaith dialogue with them. It seems that his visit has fashioned a tradition acknowledging that any future Pope may visit the Holy Land and Israel. The program of John Paul II is likely to remain as the model for visits to come. Pope Benedict's statements during his visit will nourish our future relations for a long time. His homily on names and memory in Yad Vashem was a contribution to indepth reflection never heard before on such an occasion. His remark on the meaning of the Hebrew expression batah at the Presidential palace was constructive in promoting the semiotic and political nexus between security and confidence. His clear words against Holocaust denial and his call to combat anti-Semitism, as well as his commitment to dialogue with the "elder brother" in the spirit of Nostra Aetate will also hopefully reach Catholic quarters in the Third World.
Bearing the events of the past year in mind, we can express our present state of bilateral affairs with Samson's riddle from the Book of Judges (14:14):
…and out of the strong came forth sweetness
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